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The Scottish CAB Service forms the country’s largest independent advice network. Citizen advice bureaux (CAB) are the key frontline service that hundreds of thousands of people turn to and in doing so they deal with over half a million new issues every year. Citizens advice bureaux see the personal experiences of reforms as they take effect in households across Scotland, and are ideally placed to monitor the impact of the reforms on people and families. 

Executive summary

The UK Government’s changes to Housing Benefit have had a significant impact on claimants in Scotland. In this briefing, we have concentrated on the developing impact of the ‘bedroom tax’ (we are able to send evidence on other aspects of Housing Benefit reform if required): 
· In the seven weeks since the introduction of the ‘Bedroom Tax’, more than 700 affected tenants have approached a citizens advice bureau in Scotland for advice.

· A range of people are affected by the changes, including those with specially adapted homes for their health conditions, separated parents who potentially face losing access to their children, those living in rural communities who face moving away from families and friends, and tenants who are struggling to find alternative accommodation despite being willing to move.
· So far, bureaux are seeing clients on the verge of crisis. Many are building up arrears, some are trying to cope through Discretionary Housing Payments, and others are trying to find smaller accommodation. Despite the best efforts of social landlords and advice agencies, many of these clients will reach crisis point in the coming weeks and months. 

Introduction
Citizens advice bureaux in Scotland advised on 19,586 new Housing Benefit issues in 2012/13 – around 75 per working day. This was an 11% increase on the previous year. However, this masks a much bigger recent increase in cases. Looking at year-on-year statistics, there was a 40% increase in issues in April 2013 compared to April 2012. 

The increase in cases can be explained by the introduction of the new under-occupancy rules. In the first seven weeks after the start of the ‘bedroom tax’, more than 700 affected tenants approached a citizens advice bureau in Scotland for advice. This briefing provides a snapshot of these clients and their situations:
Social groups affected by the ‘bedroom tax’
Households with disabilities

Of the 105,000 households in Scotland affected by the under occupation penalty, an estimated 83,000 report an adult in the household with a Disability Discrimination Act recognised disability. The proposed changes will therefore have a disproportionate impact on people with disabilities in Scotland. Many of these tenants have severe health conditions and face reductions in income that will potentially affect their health.

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a 55 year old client who moved into a two bedroom tenancy a year ago that allows her to have her carer stay every second night as she has severe health issues. These include lung disease, liver disease, anaemia, and psychosis. She has now been told that she is under-occupying her tenancy. The client does not leave the house other than for hospital visits, and her carer visits every day.  

A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client with MS who lives in a housing association tenancy with two bedrooms. The client states that she needs an extra bedroom as she needs someone to stay overnight – either a friend or her brother stays at the weekend and her parents are there during the week. However, she has been told that she is under-occupying her tenancy. The client has poor balance and mobility and has to use a wheelchair at times. Her brother comes in to cook her evening meal as she burnt herself last year. The client is upset about the situation and feels that this is having an adverse effect on her health. 
Many tenants who live in adapted housing will be affected, with Scottish Government estimates showing that 16,000 affected households have some form of aid or adaptation, including 9,000 with a handrail, 2,000 with a wheelchair, and 1,000 with a stair lift. Aside from the worry and stress caused to the tenant, the local authority is likely to be faced with a bill for adapting another home if the tenant is forced to move. 
An East of Scotland CAB reports of client and her husband who are both registered disabled and live in a two bedroom home that has been adapted for them. They have been advised by the local authority that they will have to pay £56 per month in rent as they are under occupying their home. The client is registered blind and expects to be given a guide dog in the next few months. The client had a letter from her GP confirming her requirement for “a second bedroom for her own personal medical reasons”. The bureau helped the client to apply for a DHP.
A number of clients who cannot share a bed with their partner due to a medical condition have sought advice after being told that they are under occupying their home.

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had received a letter from his housing association regarding changes to Housing Benefit. The client lives in a two bedroom house with his wife, but will receive less benefit as he is considered to be under occupying his tenancy. The client sleeps separately from his wife because of a medical condition which resulted from a stroke some years previously.  
The UK Government has increased the fund for Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs) with the extra money specifically aimed at ensuring that the most vulnerable people are protected from the under occupancy penalty. However, the funding for DHPs is far below the level of payments that will be lost by claimants, meaning that the majority of those affected are unlikely to be supported by DHPs. Research by the National Housing Federation found that if the additional funding was distributed equally among every claimant of DLA affected, they would each receive just £2.51 per week – compared to the average £11 a week loss in housing benefit in Scotland.
Families and separated parents

Due to the outcome of a legal challenge to their proposals, the Government has exempted some families whose children are considered to be disabled. However, this does not cover all families whose children are affected by health problems. Many families who were allocated larger tenancies based on their children’s health problems are now considered to be under-occupying their tenancies.  

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a single parent of two young children who is affected by the ‘bedroom tax’. The client lives in a three bedroom tenancy with her six year old son, who has autism, and her daughter who is five years old. The client was allocated the property on medical grounds due to the disruption caused to the client’s daughter when she is sharing a room with her brother. The client receives carers allowance and DLA to look after her son. 
A number of clients seeking advice on the changes have an extra room so that their children can stay with them on a part-time basis after a separation. The current policy of many local authorities is to allocate an additional room to a parent with overnight access. Under the new provision, separated parents could be forced into smaller properties or shared accommodation where they may be a risk to the child or access removed. 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who lives in a two bedroomed tenancy as his son stays with him two nights per week. He has been advised that he is under occupying his tenancy and that this will leave him needing to pay £8 per week, which he cannot afford. The client’s son is 11 and has become much closer to the client since he has been coming to stay with him. The client is worried that he will be forced to move to a one bedroom flat and his son will no longer be able to spend nights with him.    
A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was homeless and on the waiting list for a one bedroom flat. After his son was born six months ago, his girlfriend wrote a letter to the local authority asking for the client to be allocated a two bedroom house as he would be caring for the child for part of the week. The client now lives in a two bedroom tenancy with his son staying with him for 4 days a week. His Housing Benefit notification shows that he now has a reduction of 14% and must pay almost £10 per week in rent. The client is in receipt of ESA and cannot afford the additional amount. 
Rural communities

Due to the limited supply of local housing in many small rural communities, there are likely to be tenants affected by the under occupancy changes who cannot move to a smaller property in their community. In these cases, the only option available to tenants would be to seek a transfer to another community, which may be many miles away with limited public transport links. This could remove tenants from friends and family. In Scotland’s remote towns and rural areas, there are an estimated 12,000 households of working age in social housing receiving housing benefit and under occupying their properties. 
A Central Scotland CAB reports of a 59 year old client affected by the under occupancy changes who has lived in the same house in a village for 51 years. The client has received a letter from the local authority stating that she will have to pay 25% of her Housing Benefit, amounting to £16 per week. The client has lived in the village all her life and considers her neighbours to be her family. There are no one bedroom houses in the village so she will have to leave, which she is finding very upsetting. The bureau calculated that the change would leave the client £25 a week for food and travel after essential costs. 
The Impact So Far

At the time of writing, we are less than two months into the implementation of the under-occupancy changes. At this point, it is too early to see the worst case scenarios which will surely be realised as the months pass. However, case evidence is starting to emerge which shows the financial impact of the changes and also the difficulties that many clients are facing when they try to move to smaller accommodation. 

Financial impact
Many of those affected by this change will be unable to make up the shortfall in their rent. The Scottish Government estimates that over a fifth (22%) of tenants affected by the under occupation penalty (over 23,000 households) will need to use over 10% of their residual income after housing benefit to meet the shortfall. It is likely that these households will soon fall into arrears if they do not find a smaller tenancy. Bureaux have seen many clients who are facing significant financial difficulties, including struggling to afford food, as a result of the changes. 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was in tears in the bureau as a result of the impact of the ‘bedroom tax’. The client claims JSA and lives alone in a three bedroom council tenancy. After the additional £34 she is paying in rent per fortnight, plus her gas/electricity charges, she is only left with £10 to live on, some of which must be used to pay for bus fares to the Jobcentre. The client was very upset about the whole issue and was desperate for some sort of help. She claimed not to have been able to afford to eat for the past five days because of the new ‘bedroom tax’ draining her resources. However, the client does not wish to move home as she feels that if she left the village she would never see her grandchildren again, as her son died in 2007 and she is trying to maintain contact. 

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who is struggling to afford food as a result of under-occupancy changes. The client is in receipt of ESA and DLA. She has paid £62 towards her rent this month which is now the difference between her Housing Benefit payments and her rent. As a result, the client is left with no money and will not receive another payment for several days. The client has unsuccessfully applied for Discretionary Housing Payment. The client states that she has no money for food and asked for advice on receiving a food parcel. The client now has a food parcel that will last a week and the bureau has set up fortnightly payments so the client won’t be left without any funds. However, the client is still likely to struggle with her finances. 
This change comes in a context where benefits claimants are facing significant losses of benefits.  Although we are not aware of any analysis of the impact on particular claimant groups, there have been several analyses of the impact of wider welfare reforms in Scotland.  The most recent, commissioned by the Welfare Reform Committee at the Scottish Parliament
, shows that once all the welfare reforms have come into effect, the financial loss will be equivalent to £480 a year for each working age adult in Scotland.  The impact for those claiming benefits will be much more severe: in his oral evidence to the committee the report’s author suggested that a disabled individual could lose £6,500 a year in disability benefits alone
, with other benefits losses coming on top of that. 
The loss of other benefits, such as the ongoing Incapacity Benefit reassessment and the increasing stringency of the sanctions regime, are putting further pressures on claimants.  In addition, in the future one of the most significant factors affecting the relative income of benefits claimants will be the 1% cap on benefits increases.  All these factors together combine to put significant pressure on household incomes. 
We would urge the Committee to look in more detail at the impact that welfare reforms will have on the Scottish economy and services, and on equality and poverty in Scotland, including food poverty.  We would also suggest that an investigation into the impact on specific groups, particularly disabled people (of whom there are proportionately more in Scotland than in other parts of the UK), and on the implementation of specific aspects of the welfare reforms, such as sanctions. 
Difficulties finding alternative accommodation

In order to cope with the changes to their benefits, the DWP expect affected householders to either:
· Continue to live in the tenancy and make up any shortfall from other income/ savings, from moving into work/increasing work hours, or letting out a spare room; or

· Move to a smaller tenancy which they are not deemed to be under occupying.
Many of those affected by the changes are either in low paid work or receiving JSA. It is therefore possible that some of those affected could find work that covered the shortfall in their rent. However, case evidence shows that some claimants are struggling to find additional work in a tough economic climate.

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has ‘tried every which way’ to increase her earnings to enable her to pay the £18 per week shortfall that she will face. The client is deemed to be under occupying her home as she has two extra bedrooms. She has lived in the village for decades and works at the local school on a part-time basis as a cleaner. The client has tried to get another job and regularly visits the Jobcentre. The client is very concerned and stressed that she is going to find herself in debt in the very near future and fears being made homeless.   
Claimants who cannot make up the shortfall in their rent are being encouraged to move to a smaller tenancy. However, there is often very limited scope for an under occupying tenant subject to the under occupancy penalty to move to more suitably sized accommodation in the social rented sector. Scottish Government analysis shows that while 60% of tenants need a one bedroom property to avoid under occupying their home, only 26% of occupied social rented properties have one bedroom. There is therefore a mismatch between need and supply of one bedroom properties, with the result being that many of those affected will not be able to find alternative accommodation.  
Many clients are trying to move to smaller and more affordable accommodation, but are encountering barriers in the process. These barriers include the client having rent arrears, chargeable repairs for their existing property, or the local authority reclassifying the number of bedrooms in their home. For many of those affected, the only way to cope with under-occupancy charges is to find more affordable accommodation. Local authorities and social landlords have worked hard to implement policies that help mitigate the impact of the ‘bedroom tax’ for their tenants, so it is important that any barriers to this aim are removed where possible.
A West of Scotland CAB reports of a 60 year old client who has been informed that she is under-occupying her three bedroom tenancy. The client therefore applied to be re-housed in a smaller tenancy. However, she has been told that she cannot be re-housed because there are chargeable repairs that would have to be done before she could be placed on the transfer list. The client is in receipt of ESA and does not have any excess income to pay for repairs. She believes that these repairs are minor and have been caused by wear and tear. The adviser contacted the local authority who stated that the cost of the repairs was £140. 

A North of Scotland CAB reports of a client who lives in a three bedroom tenancy with her two sons under the age of 16. She was told that she is under-occupying the property and she therefore wrote to the housing association to request a downsize. However, she has had a letter back to say that, under their regulations, she should have a three bedroom house and is not entitled to a down size. The client put herself on the transfer list, but has been unsuccessful in finding an exchange. 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been told that he cannot apply for a housing exchange as he is in rent arrears. The client has been told that he is under-occupying his tenancy and has fallen into arrears as a result. The client already has council tax arrears and is awaiting deductions from his benefit payments. He has been told that he cannot swap until his arrears are cleared.  
A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who approached the bureau for advice as he had court action pending for rent arrears. He made an arrangement with his Housing Officer to repay the debt, but he has now been affected by the ‘bedroom tax’. The client applied to move to a smaller tenancy in order to avoid further arrears, but has been told that he will not be allowed a new tenancy agreement as he is in rent arrears. The client is worried that he will be unable to pay the extra amount of rent plus the rent repayments from his JSA payment of £56.25. His gas and electricity supply is currently switched off. 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client and her husband who had organised a mutual exchange of their current three or four bedroom house for a new three bedroom tenancy. Their house is currently classified as a three bedroom property, as a small bedroom was converted to a shower room, but is being re-classified as a four bedroom house. This is causing problems with the proposed house exchange. The couple have two children both of whom have special needs, including an 11 year old daughter with epilepsy and a 4 year old with autism. They have a letter from the Royal Hospital for Sick Children in Edinburgh backing up the requirement for them to have separate bedrooms for their children. 
The Committee has asked for evidence on whether the changes to Housing Benefit will affect the supply of private rented tenancies to claimants. The Government has suggested that many of those affected will be able to move into private rented tenancies, so it is essential that there is a supply that meets this demand. In fact the National Housing Federation has suggested that a family moving from an over-occupied two bedroom house in the social sector to a private one bedroom house in the private rented sector could claim an average of £1500 a year more in Housing Benefit
.  

However, case evidence suggests that private rented sector landlord attitudes towards Housing Benefit claimants are beginning to harden, much in the same way as the ‘no DSS’ mantra affected tenants in years previously, which may mean that the choice of private rented accommodation becomes much more restricted for Housing Benefit claimants. 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has been given a notice to quit by her landlord as the flat is being sold. The client lives with her daughter who is at college and her son who has recently started working. The client has tried to rent through letting agencies but has been rejected by them because she receives Housing Benefit. It would appear that all local letting agencies are applying this rule as she has contacted a number of them. 
Discretionary Housing Payments
The experience of Scottish citizens advice bureaux is that the majority of clients affected by the bedroom tax are making or have already made an application for Discretionary Housing Payments. Our statistics show that more than 500 Discretionary Housing Payment issues were brought to bureaux in the first month after the start of the ‘bedroom tax’, compared with less than 100 for April 2012. A recent analysis of 51 local authorities published in the Independent newspaper
 found that Glasgow had received 5,500 applications for DHPs during April 2013, up 283% on the previous year, and North Lanarkshire had seen the biggest rise in the number of applications with an increase of 3,821%.  Given the limited funds that are available to local authorities for DHPs, it is likely that the majority of these applications will either be turned down or will be awarded for a very limited period. 

Many clients approaching bureaux are in the process of making an application, so it may well take weeks until the outcome of the applications are known and begin to emerge through bureau evidence. It is at this point that many claimants may fall into crisis. Anecdotal evidence regarding DHPs suggests that GPs are being asked to provide written evidence to confirm information in the application.  GPs may be unable or unwilling to do this.  For example, a group of GPs in Glasgow have now said they will not respond to patients’ requests for letters to support benefit applications, and some GP practices charge significant fees for providing such reports. 
An East of Scotland CAB reports that the local authority is requesting letters of support from GPs with applications for discretionary housing payments. However, it appears that GPs are resistant to the idea of providing such letters. A client sought advice after he had asked his GP for a letter confirming his medical condition and was told to come to the CAB for the adviser to make a request in writing. 
Conclusion

So far, bureaux are seeing clients on the verge of crisis. Many are building up arrears, some are trying to cope through Discretionary Housing Payments, and others are trying to find smaller accommodation. Despite the best efforts of social landlords and advice agencies, many of these clients will reach crisis point in the coming weeks and months. 

For more information, please contact Keith Dryburgh at keith.dryburgh@cas.org.uk or on 0131 550 1015. 
� http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_Welfare_Reform_Committee/Reports/wrR-13-02w.pdf


� Scottish Parliament Welfare Reform Committee Official Reprot 16 April 2013 http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=8064&mode=html


� National Housing Federation (2013) The bedroom tax: some home truths � HYPERLINK "http://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/doc.housing.org.uk/News/Bedroom_tax_home_truths.pdf" �http://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/doc.housing.org.uk/News/Bedroom_tax_home_truths.pdf� 


� http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/revealed-devastating-impact-of-bedroom-tax-sees-huge-leap-in-demand-for-emergency-hardship-handouts-for-tenants-8621666.html





· Citizens Advice Scotland and its member bureaux form Scotland’s largest independent advice network.  CAB advice services are delivered using service points throughout Scotland, from the islands to city centres.  

· Citizens advice bureaux in Scotland helped clients with over 500,000 new issues in 2011/12 – more than 1,400 new issues for every day of the year.  Nearly 200,000 clients brought new issues to a bureau over the year.

· In 2011/12, Scottish bureaux achieved a financial gain of almost £140million for clients based on funding of £16.9million.  
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